Therapeutic trial of sympathomimetics in three cases of complete heart block in the fetus.
A total of 36 fetuses with isolated congenital complete heart block and structurally normal hearts have been seen in the department of fetal echocardiography since 1980. Although the prognosis is good in the majority of cases, those who develop intrauterine cardiac failure have a high mortality. The aim of this study was to investigate the contribution to management of sympathomimetic therapy by comparing two possible agents administered to the mothers. The effect of two sympathomimetic agents, isoprenaline and salbutamol, was compared in three patients with isolated complete heart block. Fetal heart rate and indexes of cardiac function were monitored during therapy. Maternal cardiovascular status was also regularly assessed. Dosage of isoprenaline increased from 1 to 12 micrograms/min, and salbutamol increased from 4 to 64 micrograms/min during the trial. No significant change was detected with isoprenaline therapy, but all fetuses showed an increase in heart rate and improvement in ventricular function with salbutamol. Salbutamol was maintained until delivery in one case with evidence of cardiac failure, with resolution of fetal hydrops. All three delivered in good condition close to term. Two of three required pacing in the neonatal period. We conclude that salbutamol can be effective in the treatment of fetal complete heart block and should be considered in patients with this condition where there is evidence of deteriorating cardiac function.